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I n  P o l i t i c s  and the News , Edwin R. Black 
searches  out  the  i n t e r s t i c e s  of the  p o l i t i c a l  
system f o r  the  e lus ive  s t u f f  t h a t  w i l l  he lp  him 
redef ine  one of pressdoma s h o a r i e s t  myths : " the  
power of the press .  " While no t  eschewing the 
t r a d i t i o n a l  and desc r ip t ive  l aundry- l i s t  of 
t ens ions  between the  p ress  and government, e.g., 
news management, censorship,  secrecy,  e t c  . - 
Black ' s , a f t e r  a l l ,  is  an in t roductory  work -- 
t he  p o l i t i c a l  s c i e n t i s t  i n  him leads  Black to -  
ward t h e  func t iona l  ca tegor ies  of Gabriel Almond 
and James Coleman, e spec ia l ly  p o l i t i c a l  cornrnuni- 
c a t i o n ,  f o r  d i r e c t i o n ;  hence, the  s u b t i t l e ,  The 
Political Functions of Mass Media. 
Drawing heavily on the  r i c h  legacy of news- 
papering and the  more r e c e n t  experiences of 
r a d i o  and t e l e v i s i o n  i n  Canada, Great B r i t i a n ,  
and the United S t a t e s ,  Black analyzes t h e  publ ic  
a f f a i r s  problems fac ing the media i n  canpara t ive  
f a sh ion .  This ,  of course,  he cannot do with f u l l  
j u s t i c e  in the a l l o t e d  pages, so it is no t  
s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  the  book reads  l e s s  l i k e  a 
t i g h t l y  - k n i t  t r a c t  of nine chapters  than a 
c o l l e c t i o n  of musings -- musings leavened by a 
touch of humor t h a t  academic wri t ing  could 
b e n e f i t  from, but  musings nonetheless.  
Black 's  s t y l e  bears the  strong stamp of the  
j o u r n a l i s t ,  which he was f o r  ten yea r s ,  and 
t h i s ,  coupled with the  academic world he turned 
to fo l lowing  those  yea r s  -- he is  now p ro fes so r  
of p o l i t i c a l  sc ience  a t  Queen's Un ive r s i t y  and 
t h e  P res iden t  of t h e  Canadian P o l i t i c a l  Science 
Assoc ia t ion  f o r  1982 - 1983 - has r e s u l t e d  i n  a 
r e a d a b l e ,  f e l i c i t o u s  prose .  Phys i ca l ly ,  t h e  
sans s e r i f  typeface s u f f e r s  by canparison to i t s  
more e l e g a n t  Rman cous in ,  bu t  we have Butter-  
worths to thank f o r  t r y i n g  to keeps c o s t s  as low 
as p o s s i b l e  i n  i ts  r e c e n t l y  - launched communi- 
c a t i o n  s e r i e s ,  of which t h i s  is one, to d e l i v e r  
t i t les  a t  a reasonable p r i c e .  Among the  
v ra r ious  shortcomings, t he  two dozen or so typo- 
g raph ica l  e r r o r s  must s tand  o u t  a s  t he  most 
g a l l i n g ,  e s p e c i a l l y  to  a former j o u r n a l i s t .  
What appears a s  t h e  book ' s  main s t r e n g t h  
and weakness seem to sp r ing  f r u n  a s i n g l e  sour- 
ce, t h e  d e s i r e  t o  proceed unshackled by a frarne- 
work. I n  t h e  Preface ,  Black wr i t e s :  
While n o t  burdening you wi th  sur- 
veys of a l l  the  l a t e s t  academic 
r e s e a r c h ,  t h e  book does look a t  
enough to suggest  the  e x t e n t  t o  
which t h e  mass media p l a y  important  
p o l i t i c a l  r o l e s  and to explore  t h e  
reasons  why they  are n o t  t h e  po l i -  
t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  our  i d e a l s  lead  
u s  t o  expec t .  This is o f f e r e d  t h e  
r eade r  f r e e  of t h e  confusions which 
would a t t e n d  any e f f o r t  t o  marry it 
with development and p r e s e n t a t i o n  
of an i n t e g r a t e d  theory  of t h e  
p o l i t i c a l  i n f luence  of the  mass 
media. ( v i )  
Apology g iven ,  Black proceeds t o  blend cornmend- 
ably i n t o  the  t e x t  wel l  - known and we11 - 
documented r e sea rch ;  this is dec idedly  a 
s t r e n g t h  of t h e  work, which a l s o  inc ludes  a very 
r e c e n t  s tudy  he co-authored wi th  P e t e r  Snow, of 
the  Un ive r s i t y  of Western Ontar io ,  on agenda - 
s e t t i n g  and which appeared i n  t h i s  Journa l  (Jan- 
u;rry, 1982, 11 - 2 5 ) .  
The study examined the  newspaper-local 
government nexus i n  three Ontario c i t i e s  - 
Kingstan, B e l l e v i l l e  and Peterborough -- i n  
t y p i c a l  agenda - s e t t i n g  fashion t o  discover 
whether the d a i l i e s  and t h e i r  readers  shared 
s i m i l a r  percept ions  of key c i v i c  i s sues  and 
whether the  newspapers a f fec ted  the perception 
of s ign i f i cance  . The f ind ings  , while f a r  from 
conclusive,  suggest  the  kind of work t h a t  may 
he lp  i n  the  job of r e f i n i n g  the  meaning of 
p o l i t i c a l  communication i n  a media context .  
The f l e x i b i l i t y  of approach allowing Black 
to  incorporate t h i s  and o the r  f i n e  research  
throughout t h e  book, a l a s ,  is bought a t  a p r i c e ,  
t h a t  is ,  " f ree  . . . of an in teg ra ted  theory. l1 
The d e l i g h t s  of looking a t  indiv idual  trees -- 
research items he re ,  r e p o r t e r s  workaday world 
t h e r e ,  p o l i t i c a l  funct ions  elsewhere -- add up 
to a f o r e s t  of musings t h a t  accounts f o r  t h e  
main f a i l i n g  : no form. However f a r  removed 
f r a n  "an i n t eg ra ted  theory1* -- whose ex i s t ence  
one might ques t ion  i n  t h e  f i r s t  place-- a frame- 
work is so re ly  needed to  help reduce t h e  
d iscurs iveness .  A t  t h e  r i s k  of c r i t i c i z i n g  the  
book Black d id  not  w r i t e ,  perhaps he could have 
-
used a s impl i f i ed  func t iona l  cons t ruc t  s ince  the  
terminology used approvingly owes so much t o  
Almond and Coleman. 
A framework would have helped expla in ,  
among other  t h i n g s ,  why c e r t a i n  chapters  fo l -  
lowed o t h e r s ,  why mate r i a l  t h a t  appeared mis- 
placed w a s  no t ,  haw the l a s t  chapter  r e l a t e d  t o  
the preceding e i g h t ,  o r  how p o l i t i c a l  comrnunica- 
t i o n  is connected with system w e l l  - being,  t h i s  
l a s t  a poss ib le  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  "The Struggle f o r  
Dominance. " I n c i d e n t a l l y ,  Black1 s debts  t o  
Almond and Coleman are t o  t h e i r  seminal P o l i t i c s  
of the Developing Areas ( 1 960 1 whose func t iona l  
nomenclature underwent change and refinement in 
two e d i t i o n s  of Ccmparative P o l i t i c s  (1966, 
1 978 by Almond and C . Bingham Powell, Jr . 
Two o t h e r  concerns, more confusion than 
c r i t i c i s m ,  have to do with whether the mass 
media are s o c i a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and 
audience ana lys i s .  The confusion regarding t h e  
f i r s t  po in t  arises i n  t h e  Preface ( a l s o ,  pp. 5 ,  
26, 47, 240, 241 1, and its c l a r i f i c a t i o n  may be 
d i r e c t l y  l inked t o  a de l inea t ion  of t h e  concept 
of p o l i t i c a l  comnunication. But, defined only 
a s  "data c i r c u l a t e d  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  system" (p.  
121, p o l i t i c a l  communication shimmers j u s t  out  
of reach a s  t h e  hardened master key t h a t  might 
unlock t h i s  puzzle and the  bigger one of t h e  
p ress  ' s power. 
On t h e  mat ter  of t h e  audience, Black des- 
c r i b e s  it as  the "one c r i t i c a l  f a c t o r "  neglected 
i n  much of the  heated debate  about the  mass 
media (p. 149 1. One is not  q u i t e  su re  whether 
he may no t  be using overstatement t o  pedagogical 
e f f e c t  , f o r  the  d iscuss ion t h a t  fol lows inc ludes  
a wealth of r e sea rch  mate r i a l  supporting the 
opposi te  p i c t u r e  of audience analys is .  Else-  
where (pp. 252, 2551, Black makes claims t h a t  
presuppose audience s t u d i e s  of a soph i s t i ca ted  
na tu re .  
Minor po in t s  r e f l e c t i n g  more a matter  of 
personal  t a s t e  than subs tant ive  disagreement 
involve (1 1 the  choice  of examples (e .g . , t he re  
is no mention, perhaps re f resh ing ly  so, of t h e  
r o l e  of the  p r e s s  i n  Watergate, although i ts  
exclusion overlooks one of t h e  most t raumatic 
p o l i t i c a l  crises f a c i n g  t h e  United S t a t e s ;  and 
no re fe rence  to the  t e l e v i s i n g  of the Canadian 
par l iament ,  a major development i n  p o l i t i c a l  
communication ) ; ( 2 ) s i l e n c e  about the  frequency 
w i t h  which p o l i t i c o s  and j o u r n a l i s t s  seem t o  try 
to swap r o l e s  (e .g., the  mayor of Calgary 1, and 
the  legi t imacy of r e p o r t e r s  t h a t  allows them 
access to p laces  and seemingly rude ques t ioning 
of p o l i t i c i a n s  t h a t  protocol  p r o h i b i t s  gover- 
nment personnel f r a n  going o r  doing; ( 3  ) puzzle- 
ment about the s ta tement  t h a t  t h e  mass media 
"have not  been given extens ive  and sys temat ic  
a t t en t ion  you might expectw(p.  5 ) ;  (4 )  next  t o  
nothing about press  e t h i c s ;  and (5 ) the lumping 
of e d i t o r i a l  and adver t i s ing  a c t i v i t i e s  i n t o  a 
s ing le  category, e .g . , c i t i n g  Vance Packard who 
compiled mate r i a l  produced by o t h e r s  t o  package 
a book about adver t i s ing  manipulativeness and 
suggesting t h a t  this a s  evidence of the  more 
general  media ( e d i t o r i a l )  manipulativeness (pp. 
13 - 1 4 ) .  
Much of t h e  preceding may be construed a s  
canplimentary , however backhanded it may sound, 
a s  they are reac t ions  t h a t  Black avers he wants 
to provoke with h i s  book. However, there i s  
much t o  p r a i s e  o u t r i g h t  i n  h i s  e f f o r t s  a s  w e l l .  
Aside f r a n  the  aforementioned s t r eng ths ,  one 
must be thankful  t o  him f o r  pu t t ing  together  a 
primer t h a t  p laces  a nunber of bewildering mass 
media a c t i v i t i e s  i n t o  a Canadian - comparative 
p o l i t i c a l  context  highly access ib le  to introduc- 
to ry  s tudents .  The value de r ives  from the  ap- 
p l i c a t i o n  of genera l  proposi t ions to s p e c i f i c  
Canadian frames of reference  c l o s e s t  t o  the  
young reader who might otherwise m i s s  the  po in t  
of t h e  proposi t ions .  
To the  i n i t i a t e d ,  Black's  examination of 
unexamined b iases  about t h e  mass media (pp. 54 - 
55) w i l l  come as an eye - opener, an ins tance  of 
the  a r i s t o t e l i a n  p r inc ip le  of "the tyranny of 
the majori ty" i n  our vaunted, l i b e r a l  media. 
True t o  h i s  contention t h a t  no framework con- 
t r ived  to analyze press  performance is e n t i r e l y  
f r e e  of i t s  own b i a s e s ,  Black does n o t  f l i n c h  
f r a n  cas t ing  h i s  skep t i ca l  gaze on cherished 
b e l i e f s  of t h e  media n e a r e s t  and, perhaps, dear- 
e s t  to us. 
Other po in t s  worth not ing  because they tend 
e i t h e r  to g e t  shunted as ide  as  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  o r  
t r i v i a l  are Black's  extended discuss ion of pub- 
l i c  opinion d a t a ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e i r  shortcomings 
which o f t en  a r e  downplayed i n  making a case  f o r  
t h e i r  value (p. 158, passim ; and a minor tri- 
bute to the  lowly p u b l i c i t y  shee t ,  the  handout, 
which is t h e  avowed bane of h o t  - s h o t  e d i t o r s  
and repor te r s  too proud to admit hcrw of t en  it 
serves as a lead  f o r  s t o r i e s  o r  as a news item 
in i ts  own r i g h t  (p. 1 02 ) . 
There i s  much more t o  P o l i t i c s  and the News 
than the  a review can include o r  comment on 
because i t s  ambitious, sometimes cur ious ,  ram- 
bl ing  nature  is as  various as the  top ics  it 
t r e a t s .  Black's  cont r ibut ion  toward a new ap- 
p rec ia t ion  of "the power of the  p ressw awaits  
f u r t h e r  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  although it is  a beginning 
i n  exp l i ca t ing  "the real power of the  mass media 
[which] is  changing the  whole of our  p o l i t i c a l  
l i f e  while , the  chief  ac to r s  o r  v ic t ims,  
remain l a r g e l y  unaware of the  na ture  of the 
transforming force " (p  . 1 1. The severa l  reserva-  
t i o n s  a s i d e ,  it is  a welcomed t i t l e  t h a t  he lps  
us apprecia te  press  - pub l i c  a f f a i r s  as much 
more complex and continuously engaging than many 
imagine . 
